This article considers the ideas of power and engagement.
2 limitation of the evidence and its implications along with ways in which other approaches to researching engagement might help to create more accurate and authentic accounts of the lived reality of work engagement.
The concept of engagement
Almost a quarter of a century has passed since William Kahn The momentum behind engagement within both academic and practitioner circles over the past two decades has led some to describe it as perhaps one of the most significant management concepts of our time, although others have likened it to a 'fad'. In a recent synthesis of the evidence on engagement Bailey et al (2015) initially identified over three-quarters of a million results on the topic using on-line search 
Limitations of the evidence on engagement
Although the field of research into engagement is still expanding, there are some gaps, imbalances and doubts in relation to the evidence. Most of the evidence on engagement is derived from research founded in a positive psychology 4 approach. Critics have suggested that the dominance of certain assumptions with regard to engagement based on this approach means that research has failed to give sufficient consideration to issues of power and social context leading to some gaps in our understanding. Positive psychology is associated with the use of positivistic, scientific methods that privilege the use of quantitative data collection methods such as questionnaire surveys, and are predicated on the assumption that knowledge regarding engagement is objective and founded entirely in the perceptions of the individual.
Being imbalanced in favor of this approach, the evidence does not always reflect the context within which those perceptions arise. Despite the growing body of evidence, it has been observed that what we know about on engagement remains somewhat inconclusive while the concept itself may lack consistency. We consider these issues in turn.
(i) The power gap in engagement
The power gap in the underlying approach to engagement is unusual for two main reasons. Firstly, the explosion of interest in engagement is generally attributable to Kahn who defined personal engagement in terms of influence and role status, based on Goffman's earlier ideas of attachment and detachment in role performances. Drawing on this theoretical heritage, Kahn argued that when people engage in work, they invest their full, 'preferred' self in the role, for example 5 through self-expression or mindfulness. In contrast, Kahn argued that individuals disengage from work by withdrawing or hiding their true identity from their role, approaching work in a non-committed, 'robotic' and unvigilant way, disconnected from others.
For Goffman, role performances and the exercise of choice over whether to engage in such performances had even greater social significance. Goffman suggested that roles are performed by enacting certain social values that underpin social position and social mobility. Performances are often 'idealized' or deceptive rather than sincere in order to bring gains to the individual such as distinction, or to distract audiences from the fact that some of us, on the basis of age, gender or ethnicity, do not meet the expectations of our socially preferred selves. This idea can be illustrated with reference to the low-paid jobs often dominated by women (including roles that require caring, empathizing and compassion) that are seen to involve high levels of emotional labor, requiring those who do them to be 'nicer than nice' and exhibit sincerity whatever their own inner feelings. How we choose to present ourselves in work is thus a reflection of our social relations and the power dynamics that shape them. Through their greater focus on behavioral and cognitive orientations to work, studies of engagement have largely overlooked these aspects of power in organizations.
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Secondly, the gap is unusual because organizational theory has traditionally framed organizations as socio-political systems due to the role played by power in decision-making and in the allocation of resources. Other social sciences perspectives indicate that power is therefore not just a factor in organizations: organizations are the embodiment of power dynamics. What goes on in meetings, from boards and work councils to staff meetings and even 'dress down Fridays' all reflect positional (status) and dispositional (influence) ideas about power. As a complex concept, power does not lend itself easily to direct measurement, which makes its study problematic. Many studies that do consider power conceive it in idealized terms through its direct or explicit exercise, often in relation to leadership and authority. The result is that, with only very few exceptions, most research into engagement has not properly considered the social, contextual, historical or ideological bases which shape people's experience of work. Instead, the dominant approach to engagement research means that its study has become increasingly disconnected from its theoretical origins in social science. Consequently, the body of evidence on 8 engagement can say little about the nature and quality of workplace relationships, the structural conditions that shape them, or the power imbalances that influence them. It is worth reflecting, however, that Spreitzer's measure was developed from an earlier dissertation on cognitive empowerment that did not reference any social or demographic factors. In her study, Spreitzer reported that the sample she used comprised two groups -the first a group of managers who were 93% male and 85% white, while the second involved employees, 84% of whom were women, but with no ethnicity data.
However, these demographic aspects of the sample were not explored in the analysis. Commenting that her research was 'overly individualistic', Spreitzer's scale of empowerment took no account of diversity, organizational / situational factors, workplace relations (including the fact that most managers were male), or their social, cultural and political contexts in terms of worker self-determination and voice.
While the study concluded that there was a need for future research to address these issues, the psychologicalisation of the empowerment concept has meant this has been absent.
The tyranny of the positive
One consequence of this imbalance in favor of the psychologicalisation of organizational research is what Barbara Held has described as the tyranny of the positive attitude, due not only to an exclusive focus on positive individual states but also to the presumption that anything that is negative, conflictual or indeterminate lacks virtue, and whose value to organizational goals is uncertain. The The first is that even though there has been extensive research adopting this positivistic approach and the scales used to measure engagement and associated constructs have been validated, the findings are often less conclusive than is implied. Current understandings are both tentative and limited because, for all the efforts to emulate the goal of pure science in the pursuit of objective, value-free, and verifiable knowledge, it is very difficult to fully create scientific -i.e. experimental -conditions in the workplace.
Data on engagement are usually generated using crosssectional, self-report survey methods, captured through a range of scales that measure cognitive and affective states and behaviors. It is an approach that lacks the important element of randomization that is central to experimental research. The cross-sectional nature of many of these studies means that inputs (such as engagement) and outcomes (such as wellbeing) are measured simultaneously, undermining any claims of causality. This is a problem that is endemic in research not just on engagement, but on other attitudes and behaviors in the workplace. Moreover, the extent of variance explained in these studies is frequently so that the practical application of the results are questionable. Occasionally, the evidence is conflicting which further undermines the strength of any claims being made. Admittedly, there have been studies that have adopted more complex methods such as diary studies, as well as studies that have been time-lagged or longitudinal, and these carry additional weight in terms of evidence, but they are in the minority. the day-to-day rather than just 'top down'. Thus, power has multiple facets which are often much less evident because they are neither expressed nor directly observable in behaviors, attitudes or events. Foucault argued that a better way to think about power was by reference to a 'capillary' model, which implies that power is embodied into our modes of being, acting and speaking. In this way power is not so much exerted in formal, objective displays; instead it is enacted within the micro-practices and the wider contexts of work. Others have suggested that this capillary model of power is evident in the ways that things do not happen in organizations, as much as those things that do.
Plugging the gaps: eliciting stories to get more complete accounts of work
One way to start the process of rethinking power and engagement comes from the empowerment debates of the 1960s and 1970s in North America and the work of Bachrach and Bharatz.
They famously questioned whether power was always fully manifest in organizations in terms of 'concrete' decisionmaking or whether, to understand the effects of power more fully, it was necessary to consider what they termed nondecisions. By non-decisions they were referring to the ways those in power use their energies to tacitly 'stack the deck', to ensure that the issues that get talked about are tightly controlled. They argued this tacit expression of power occurs in different ways, but of relevance to engagement is how this relates to the idea of 'employee voice'. What was suggested is that people do not often engage in the ways they would like to either because there is no opportunity to, or because they anticipate a negative response from those in power, or because the system prevents people from articulating their interests in the first place. Alternatively, as has been noted elsewhere, empowering workers to speak is all very well so long as they all speak with one voice and say what they are expected to say. How workers behave or feel and what they do 22 say if they speak may be implicitly controlled, perhaps in the way managers do not pay attention to someone when they speak, or refuse to make eye contact when the wrong thing is said, or quietly reward 'idealized' behaviors.
Thus, power may not be directly observable or measurable in the ways preferred by the dominant research approaches but this does not mean it is not present and cannot be evaluated.
Understanding these aspects of organizational and social reality requires approaches to research that delve much deeper into people's lived experience of work, for example using qualitative approaches that build rich pictures of experience, rather than cross-sectional surveys that offer 
Seeking balance through depth
The over-reliance on methods and concepts from positive psychology within engagement research does not reflect the uneven allocation of workplace resources and demands. We suggest that a more balanced approach is needed that ensures workers who are not engaged are not demonized due to the barriers to engagement that arise from social differences. This is a very real concern, since there are examples of organizations that regularly 'weed out' managers whose direct Research like this can help to make invisible realities more visible and uncover the dynamics of power relations at work.
Even if some of the social realities that Pollert wrote about have changed for some since her study was carried out, current research into engagement that takes account of occupational and social differences is scant, and the inference is that work systems and work regimes are of little importance.
Research that emphasizes the relevance of wider social structures and processes for engagement would be welcome. Such research should start from the premise that access to vital job resources, or exposure to detrimental demands, are distributed in ways that reflect underlying patterns of social inequality. to knowledge. We suggest that a fresh research agenda on engagement is needed, that recognizes how people engage in work both indicates and reproduces social, cultural and economic differences and the ways these are unevenly distributed within organizations. We suggest that a return to more in-depth, nuanced and contextual approaches to the study of engagement like Pollert's analysis of women's work in a tobacco factory might help to reconsider engagement in the way first envisaged -as a socially significant act with the potential to expose power relations in organizations.
Towards authenticity

Selected bibliography
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